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The Matter of Old Age in Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism
—A Re-evaluation of Old Age in the Cultural Circle of Chinese Characters —

Nakajima, Ryuzou”*
Abstract

Regardless of the century, area or society, old age is an inevitable reality for every
existing person. However, the meaning which old age represents differs according to the
culture, history and philosophy of each society. This is the major precondition of old age
according to Simone de Beauvoir, whose viewpoint | share. In her study de Beauvoir uses a
cultural anthropological perspective, broadly mentioning the characteristics of old age in
different cultures, but the emphasis of her study is on the matter of old age in the society of
Western Europe, and not on that of Japan, Korea and China. Also, the annotation regarding old
age is mostly based on type, so there is the possibility that there will be a gap with reality.

In the study of old age, the first point that we come across is what symptoms of the
mind or body can be called old age? And at what age do these symptoms occur? According to
classic medical masterpiece Hwangdi Neijing Suwen ( fﬁ, TY’J'P Ak FHJ 1 ), the time of old
age of people who are not advocates of the path of keeping in good health has a relation with
their inner chi of yin and yang. Typically, the age of reproduction for a female is from fourteen
to forty-nine and sixteen to sixty-four for a male; the age of the beginning of the decline of yin
and yang essence is thirty-five for a female and forty for a male, and it exhausts at forty-nine
for a female and sixty-four for a male. The symptoms of old age at this time are a weakened
pulse, thin and pale complexion, white hair, loose teeth, weakened organs, slowing down of
movements, impotence etc.

Facing these signs of old age, the three mentalities of the Chinese character cultural
circle (Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism) have similar perspectives, but at the same time
have their own unique opinions.

For example, Analects of Confucius <<ﬁ;j%;5ﬁ>> categorizes phases of life apart from
infancy based on the difference in the chi of the blood (‘unshaped’, “formed’ and ‘declining’)
into the time of youth, time of maturity and time of old age. The teaching on what to take note
of and abstinence differs according to these phases, and at the same time mentions the
possibilities regarding the cultivation of personality and temperament, and criticizes careless
degenerative people. From this information we can understand that in Confucianism, the
viewpoint on old age is not necessarily unconditional respect for elders.

On the other hand, in Liezi (%j[|=") everything existing in a person is regarded as
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part of the natural cycle of chi, and life is separated in to four phases: infancy, maturity, old age
and death. The phase of infancy after birth is regarded as the condition most resembling
perfection, and in the phase of old age desires and thoughts are more peaceful, and physical
strength is more stable, and so it is regarded with positivity. This differs with the concept of
Analects of Confucius (ﬁ?@ , which omits the phases of infancy and death, and points at
the increase of desire as a direct shortcoming of old age. In the ancient books of Taoism which
include among others Liezi (¥]~") , Zhuangzi {34~ ) and Laozi (#~") the teachings
are to fulfill life without old age and immortality in the most suitable way. This reality is
different to the general idea of Taoism, which is letting nature take its course and accepting old
age. Also, sympathizing with old people is seen as a rule, which may have something to do
with maltreatment of the elderly, encouraging people to sympathize with the elderly, which
will bring blessings and ward away unluckiness.

From the Buddhist point of view, as mentioned in the ancient text of (<= 4 &5%) |
old age is one of the four inevitable sufferings of life, and old age is the result of declining chi,
and it is evident in the body but also in the aging and decline of the consciousness and spirit. In
this ancient text the distressed situation of old age is carefully described, and methods of
overcoming it, explaining the Buddhist nature of these methods. Also, in the Eastern Jin
Dynasty a book( (Z%f!) )by Chi Chao (%%Brj?ﬁ) Buddhism is understanding all unusual,
emptiness, non-body, the fixed cycle of nature, the inevitable and that only by letting nature
take its course and accepting can one make the first step toward escaping from pain.

As Confucianism, LaoZhuang, Taoism and Buddhism have different standpoints, their
understanding and corresponding methods toward old age also differ. Simply including all
these in the one perspective of the cultural circle of Chinese characters is most unfitting. The
fable of abandoning the elderly in <<?ﬁp |§ﬁ$§>> has become reading material for children,
although the original is unknown. It warns children that the seemingly useless elderly actually
have wisdom that surpasses the youth, and nearing the demise of the country and society the
elderly are helpful, and a certain status must be maintained for the elderly. Thus the idea of
respect toward elders is evident, and the respectful treatment of the elderly in the country’s
society can also be seen, eliminating the utilitarian viewpoint of uselessness and incapability
toward the elderly. In brief, when mentioned it is not possible to simply use the concept of
respect toward elders to explain the characteristics of the viewpoint on old age in the Chinese
character cultural circle, which is affected by Chinese culture.
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